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Intercooperation (IC) has been operating in Pakistan since 1982.
The first development project implemented by IC in Pakistan
was located in Upper Swat, in a pristine and remote valley called
Kalam. The Kalam Integrated Development Project (KIDP) was
funded by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC)1. In the very first years of IC’s interventions, the organization
realized that deep within the beauty of the valley lie some tough
truths. Besides extreme poverty, there are people with beliefs
closely tied to their culture and traditions (riwajat) and perceived
to be ‘conservative’ by the outside world – but the residents of
the valley hold a deep regard and live for those values. It was
then that a need for a conflict sensitive approach in managing
development projects immediately found its justification.

Pakistan is a country of 165 million people2. All its federating
units are unique in their cultural, ecological, geographical, social
and economic settings. Even within a federating unit there are
all sorts of diversities. This implies that a special mindset is
required for conceiving development strategies to accommodate
different variations within a nation which has a similar religious
affiliation but may not necessarily live the same values. An
approach called Conflict Sensitive Programme Management
(CSPM) thus should first start with cultural sensitivity of planners,
implementers and reviewers. All interventions should be taken
forward in a manner that they do not aggravate a conflict but
rather mitigate such likelihoods.

IC Pakistan, since the beginning, has worked in challenging and
remote situations, often in areas where development interventions
had not been tried before. Besides, most of IC’s focus remained
on North-West Frontier Province (NWFP), where poverty, illiteracy, unemployment and inequalities have fuelled different societal
conflicts. In the process of development, IC gained a wealth of experience in CSPM. This paper presents some of the tools which
proved useful during implementation of development interventions in nine districts of NWFP, with some practical examples.

Understanding the context
In our own perception of a society – interpretation of certain situations may be regarded as harassing on the one hand, but as normal
in other. Understanding the context therefore, is the first step towards conflict sensitivity in order to take the right measures for effective
programmes and projects. There is a specific contextual
background within which Intercooperation operates in North-
West Pakistan:

• IC mostly works only in rainfed areas where the incidence
of poverty is high. At times the natural resource base may
be rather scarce in a given locality implying that power
structures are probably strong in order to retain their hold
on meager resources.

• Scarcity or issues related to distribution of natural resources
and power struggle often result in conflict. At times these
conflicts are extended to generations creating social divides
and deprivation.

• Some of the conflicts on land and other resources may be
rooted in migrations in various districts from outside due
to disturbance of resource distribution regime.

• Public structures and services are poorly equipped in most
of the rural areas since there is little political interest for
public investment in remote areas. Hence many people in
lower economic strata do not have access to quality services.

• Indicators like poor service delivery, lack of awareness and information flow as well as dominance by power structures are much
stronger in remote areas.

1Since 1966, SDC has operated as one of the most consistent and committed bilateral donors in Pakistan, particularly in NWFP.
2Source: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting Pakistan. 2009.
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Defining CSPM
Conflict sensitivity refers to the ability of an organization to
a) understand the context in which it is operating, b)
understand the interaction between the intervention and the
context, and c) act upon that understanding, in order to
avoid negative impacts and maximize positive impacts of
the conflict.

Swiss Peace, Switzerland. 2009.



• In Pakistan, religion determines social values of the
people, particularly in rural areas. At times religion is
used, often in a misinterpreted manner, as a tool to gain
power.

• Generally one finds a strong conservatism among
traditional societies against change. A social change is
seen as a threat to their values and beliefs.

• Women have an active role in livelihood activities in rural
societies in North-West Pakistan. They are active within
their own social sphere.

• Women have limited mobility and decision making
opportunities. The magnitude varies from area to area.

• In case of external development interventions, generally
only women can gain an access to women.

While it is important to build a good understanding on the
context, it is equally important to get rid of a few generalizations
– which may be equally harmful in a conflict sensitive programme management. Some examples of incorrect stereotypes are as
follows:

• These contextual situations apply in all areas of North-West Pakistan
• Urban centers are equally conservative
• Social conservatism is due to religion
• Only women are marginalized in conservative societies

Because development implies change and correcting societal
imbalances, therefore it inherently can be confronted by ‘conflicts’.
One can conclude that CSPM was always relevant in NWFP
context. It was always important that conflict sensitivity was
embedded in the program cycles. In the early 80s, procedures
and modus operandi were already tailored to specific local
contexts and were regularly adapted based on the field situations.

Intercooperation’s engagement in conflict sensitive
programme management:

With its mandate to focus on poverty, Intercooperation since
its existence in Pakistan, together with its partners consciously
selected valleys which were situated in remote areas. IC believes
that the incidence of poverty was higher in these areas due
to limited exposure, lack of employment opportunities and
services. During its initial years, IC did not systematically apply
a comprehensive CSPM in its programmes and projects.
Nevertheless, several elements best suited to specific contexts
were consciously embedded in project designs such as:

At project / programme level:
• Applying people-centered approaches ensuring active participation of relevant stakeholders in all steps of interventions.
• Specific interventions for usually excluded groups but avoid focusing only on such groups.
• Gain support from the whole community.
• A household approach in enterprise development with roles distributed between men and women.
• Identify active women from the villages, to play their role as mentors for others.
• Focus on empowering weaker, marginalized segments – as opposed to advocacy.
• Engage religious clerics where necessary.
• Go-slow approach where the ground is not ready for more direct development interventions.
• Education and awareness-raising as well as building social capital at community level.
• Follow a multi-stakeholder approach at all levels.
• Remain extremely careful in selection of partners and invest in local NGOs through on-the-job capacity building.

At organization level:
• Work with local staff / local partners – or those with the same cultural background.
• Creating special conditions to attract competent women staff.
• Enhancing equitable leadership – men and women at staff level.

In earlier projects, participatory approaches were followed using a variety of tools such as rapid/participatory rural appraisals and
poverty assessment studies amongst other. Gradually more formal tools were provided by the following approaches which were
useful for addressing inequalities in rural NWFP. These included:
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10 principles of CSPM

1. Take context as the starting point
2. Do no harm
3. Focus on state-building as the central objective
4. Prioritise prevention
5. Recognize the links between political, security and

development objectives
6. Promote non-discrimination as a basis for inclusive

and stable societies
7. Align with local priorities in different ways in different

contexts
8. Agree on practical coordination mechanisms between

international actors
9. Act fast… but stay engaged long enough to give

success a chance
10. Avoid pockets of exclusion (so called aid-orphans)

Source: Context-Sensitive Engagement: Lessons learned
from Swiss Experiences in South Asia for Aid Effectiveness
in Fragile Scenarios. SDC. 2008



1.   Sustainable Livelihoods Assessment / Typology assessment
Introduced in 2003 through the Project for Livelihood Improvement (PLI), this approach was adapted from the DFID Sustainable
Livelihood Assessment (SLA) Framework (later modified by SDC). SLA puts communities at the center of development, and
systematically takes into account their local context and capitals (social, natural, physical, economical, political, human). The SLA
allows a demand-driven approach, based on the potential of the area, as well as on the willingness of the communities to ensure
their development according to their values and visions. The regular interactions of all partners ensure that all interventions are based
on clear priorities and consensus. In addition, the early establishment of a household typology, allows the programme to clearly
identify the poorest segments of the concerned communities, understand the root causes of their poverty, and ensures that most
resources are contributing to the support to these disadvantaged groups.

2.   Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA)
Most of the elements mentioned above, are recognized under the four principles of HRBA including participation and empowerment,
equality and non discrimination, accountability and rule of law, as well as indivisibility and universality. From 2005 onward, when the
HRBA approach was formally introduced in the projects, a new mode of thinking was to be based on a distinction between the duty
bearers and the right holders. Hence HRBA provided a good ground for further promoting conflict sensitivity in various contexts with
rights and obligations at all levels. One classical example from an HRBA perspective is education. While parents have a right that
their children receive quality education, at the same time it is their duty and obligation to send the children to school. HRBA also
discourages exclusion of any kind. Again taking schools as an example, IC promoted Non-Formal Education (NFE) schools mainly
for girls (since they have fewer opportunities to access education), but did not exclude boys.
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The four principles of HRBA in INRM

Equality and non discrimination: All social groups, men and women constitute village institutions. Relevant activities are
identified under the village plans to address the interests of the poor. Field teams and communities are supported in gender
segregated planning.

Participation and empowerment: An inventory of natural resources and their distribution is conducted in a participatory
manner. Importance is given to ensuring participation of all key stakeholders (including communities) in planning, implementation
and monitoring.

Accountability and rule of law: Access to and control over natural resources is guided through various policies and rules
prepared by Forest and Agriculture departments. Village plans clarify rights and obligations of different stakeholders. The plans
serve as a frame to ensure accountability within communities, and between communities and government line agencies.

Indivisibility and universality: Communities have a right to draw their livelihood from these resources. The policies are
reviewed to reflect that the state has more chance to gain when the communities are involved as ‘managers’ rather than seen
as ‘intruders’.

3.   CSPM as a recognized systematic approach
In 2006 and 2008 respectively, SDC introduced two key documents for systematically addressing conflict sensitive engagement in
development.
• Conflict Sensitive Programme Management
• Context Sensitive Engagement – Aid Effectiveness in Fragile Scenarios

These two documents introduced more formal tools on CSPM and promoted a need to remain engaged in a conflict sensitive situation
as a development organization.

4.   Do no-harm approach
This approach was taken as a minimum requirement of IC projects and programmes making sure that interventions were not damaging
the social fabric in a way which could cause harm to the rural culture or aggravate a conflict. IC work included working on themes
which could potentially invite conflicts. However they were transformed into opportunities to resolve inequalities in a community and
bring societal changes. Examples include access to land and water by various social segments in a community, education for girls
and boys, functional literacy for adults to improve their negotiation power with service providers (public and private) and market
players. It was therefore important for IC to work on the root causes of conflict rather than on their symptoms.

Armed conflict in NWFP
Several areas of Pakistan, particularly in the North-West, have been subject to extremism and armed violence during the last few
years. All the major cities of Pakistan have had to go through bomb blasts, kidnappings, sniper firing and target killing incidences
from time to time in a very unpredictable manner. Such violence has caused hundreds of deaths and has maimed and injured many
innocent citizens and security forces, generating insecurity and fear in people’s minds and hearts. The main risk was that of simply
being at the wrong place at the wrong time.

For Intercooperation, the situation was more worrisome since many of the districts where development interventions were being
implemented became subject to an increasing violence and insecurity. Although the government was still in place in those districts,
non-state violent groups, often termed as extremist elements, highly dominated the day to day security and could have a significant
impact on IC work, the way IC was perceived and its capacity to strengthen possible connectors. In such a situation, it was a challenge



to decide whether to totally suspend the work and sit and wait for
it to subside, or follow a more pragmatic route – that of trying to
remain engaged using different means. IC chose the latter, and
opted not to give up – but to try to carry on and push forward.

Avoiding the impact of conflict

With whom to work and relationship with the state
In each district, most of IC partners are local NGOs and government
line agencies, who remained active even during difficult situations
due to their proximity with communities and knowledge of security
hot spots. The IC staff includes people from the same districts or
the same cultural background conversing in local dialects and having
a complete understanding of the context. A close relationship with
the state (e.g. Planning and Development Department in case of
the Livelihoods Programme) is an asset. The programme closely
liaises with the local security administering authorities for necessary
advice. An exchange of information with the organisations within IC
and IC partners’ network during difficult situations reassured that
no unnecessary risks were being taken. Another important dynamic
was observed at community level. Every single intervention was
planned and implemented in a manner that the communities as
partners could take charge of the activities even when no one from
outside the village can visit them. Several such examples could be
seen in the villages in a post-conflict situation.

Adapting work style
Flexibility and creativity to consistently move on! Every player
engaged in the project / programme implementation knew that the
situation was tense hence nothing can be achieved as in a normal
situation. Thus, allowing certain degree of flexibility was inevitable
in all the planned interventions. At times plans had to be temporarily
given up at the last minute while some needed to be changed in
terms of the modus operandi. Trying to find a way in the middle of
a situation which was not ‘normal’ proved to combine creativity,
patience, flexibility and foresightedness. It is worth saying that it all
demanded a much stronger team spirit and leadership since flexibility
can be interpreted in many ways if not guided by a situational
decision.

Engaging with the subject of armed conflict
In an armed conflict, there are always certain groups which are
active with all their forces and they always have certain objectives.
In case of the recent conflict in NWFP, at times these objectives
were slightly fussy. Yet, a general understanding prevailed that
donor funded projects, NGOs and all sorts of government (and
military) installations may be targets. Many of our partners believed
there was a chance to convince them that nothing so-called ‘un-
Islamic’ was being promoted by the project. Directly engaging with
these groups and proactively convincing them to let the project
continue peacefully, could have been highly political, requiring a lot
of capacity building and training of all the players in the project at
local and other levels. Our partners clearly noticed
that certain representatives of such ‘armed groups’ even came to
certain community meetings to observe what was going on. Such
occasions were opportunistically used to give sermons on the
development objectives, strategies and potential benefits of the
project and remove misperceptions as far as possible. Villagers
also supported this task and emphasized that a direct confrontation
can only be avoided if their questions are answered and they are
allowed to see what communities were doing.

Formal security measures
In most incidences there was a logic and predictability leading to
the most likely targets. It was therefore possible to limit the risk by
avoiding certain contacts, places, occasions and routes. At the same
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Ban on Pine cone Transportation

Shishi valley of Chitral is famous for natural pine forests.
The nuts are edible and hold a high value in domestic and
international markets. Previously, the villagers used to
collect cones and sell them to the middlemen from down
country at a very low price. When Intercooperation began
work in the area, one of the main interventions focused on
improved value chain of pine nuts. The communities lobbied
to convince district government to ban transportation of
the pine cones. The idea was to extract nuts at source and
sell them after roasting at a higher price. The cones could
then be used as fuel both for the households and for pine
roasting machines. Imposition of this ban was great news
for the collectors, although the consequence for the
middlemen was a significant cut down in their margins.
Yet, this issue did serve as a ground for the middlemen to
reconsider their offers and to return to the same collectors
next year for the processed nuts, at a much better price!

Choosing to remain engaged

To stay engaged in an environment with an armed conflict
is often the most difficult, political and operational choice
related to conflict-sensitive work. This choice implies that
an organization attaches a high priority to the analysis of
the context. This means distinguishing between context-
and conflict analysis, the latter being an important aspect
of conflict-sensitive work. It is crucial to develop a common
understanding of the term conflict: How do nationals use
the word conflict? What is our understanding of conflict?
What aspects of conflict do we aim to address? Do we
speak of a political or social conflict? This exercise is not
pure semantics, but is highly complex in terms of process
and content in the implementation of a conflict-sensitive
programme or project.

Marcel von Arx (2009) Swiss Peace, Switzerland.

When  villagers take charge

Drinking water was the first need of the village Belga since
they fetched water from nearly 500 feet below their village.
Women often met accidents while conducting this chore.
Feasibility was conducted, roles and responsibilities were
discussed and budget transfer was agreed with
communities. However, the work could continue only for
some time and had to be halted due to the military operation.
It was not possible for the LP or any service provider to
support for the timely completion of the scheme. The
villagers soon decided to resume their work. When LP staff
returned after security clearance, they found out that Belga
was already enjoying drinking water. The team concluded
that it was due to empowering the community on all aspects
related to this scheme. They continued since they had only
to worry about one thing–how to readjust themselves to
taking over technical responsibilities. And they managed!

Khalid Hussain. LP North Region
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time, a high preference was to reduce visibility by keeping a low profile rather than a high profile security for IC staff and its projects
installations. An internal IC document with 5 levels of security guidelines was established with situations ranking from 1 (business
as usual) to 5 (total chaos). Each level had an incremental set of operational security measures. These guidelines and instructions
are regularly updated as per the evolving situation. It is highly important to mention here that SDC being the key donor of IC’s current
portfolio also extended full support. This included a two-way sharing of security related information and updates, necessary advice
regarding security measures and financial support when extraordinary security measures or adaptation had a cost.

In short, with all subtle but systematic measures, IC could carry on in the field without suspending development operations (with
few exceptions)3 and yet could also avoid any security related incidence or impact during the most sensitive years of 2007 onwards.
The entire programme had to become sensitive to ‘conflict adaptation’. As per the assessment of projects yearly plans of operation,
at least 60-65% of activities and outputs could be achieved even during difficult circumstances. After the conflict situation had
improved, all the partners and service providers fortified their energies to meet the gaps.

Conflict adaptation in Swat / Buner

Livestock is one of the main sources of livelihood for the rural poor. Most of the rural women are responsible for managing
their livestock at a household level. Most also enjoy being the owners of this resource. However they often lack knowledge
and skills which is a major bottleneck in ensuring maximum benefits. LP planned many skill development trainings for female
livestock farmers. These trainings were planned for a cluster of villages in the programme valleys for group sizes ranging from
25-30 women. A trainer was identified from Peshawar. This activity was added to the LP yearly plan of operation in 2008. In
January 2009, the law and order situation worsened and it was not possible to go ahead with this plan. Firstly, the women
couldn’t leave their home and gather in a neighboring village for training. Secondly a female trainer couldn’t be brought from
Peshawar due to risks associated with armed violence. The situation was reassessed and instead of dropping the activity,
the strategy was changed. Instead the training was conducted in several small groups in each village and local persons were
identified as trainers. The training was held in the house of a notable who took responsibility for their security. This particular
change had a little higher cost in terms of financial resources and time than originally envisaged. However the objective was
achieved. Instead of 25-30 women, the programme could train 550 women since more women could join the training when
planned in individual home villages. Many women were of the opinion that their morale got a boost for development initiatives
since they had thought that extremism would totally cut them off from the process. Post training monitoring showed encouraging
results in the shape of better livestock management at household level.

Khalid Hussain. LP North Region

Conclusion

A number of factors were crucial in ensuring IC’s continuation in the field despite sensitive situations in several project districts. A
few lessons can be drawn from IC’s experience:

• The established credibility of IC due to the long experience in the geographical areas where IC operates (over 28 years since
its inception) was a huge enabling factor in difficult situations.

• Working mainly through local NGOs / partners was rewarding. The idea is not to shift the risk – but rather to work through
people who, with their detailed and in-depth local understanding of the context, are able to avoid critical situations.

• Regular exchanges with partners, was useful to develop a common understanding and thereby avoid unnecessary risks on
one side and over-reaction and panic on the other.

• Unlike other topics, everyone agrees on increasing income and improving livelihoods – IC did not encourage confrontational
advocacy (do no-harm approach)

• Permanent monitoring of the situation was essential:
• Recognize diversities between districts and also recognize that there are major variations even within a single district.
• Appreciate volatility since the security context may change rather quickly in the same area.
• Share information – IC Pakistan has several collaborators and each individual has his / her own monitoring network while

together all complement each other.
• Planning adapted on ad-hoc basis according to ground reality (usually local adaptations). No ‘one size fits all’ solution is

possible. Conflict sensitivity combines a series of approaches, instruments and working modalities that enable IC to remain
operational in a conflicting environment.

• Planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of a programme/project in conflict-sensitive manner, is also a management
task. It needs expertise to lead and coordinate the process in such a situation – which in IC’s case was learned on the job
through team support and experience.

• IC is convinced that communities need more support in conflict periods since they are highly vulnerable to externalities.
• Development is the best remedy against extremism since it attempts to reduce marginalization.

A systematic (but low profile) CSPM approach is formally integrated in the projects and programmes even for normal circumstances.
This is necessary to enhance effectiveness in bringing affirmative societal changes. Embedding such an approach in regular
interventions contributes towards ensuring quick adaptation in case of escalation of any type of conflict including (armed) conflict.
CSPM should be adapted to local contexts. As development practitioners, we believe that we are not there as per our convenience
– but for people who need us the most!

3Swat office of the Livelihoods Programme was closed in January 2009, with the coordination function being shifted to Peshawar. It reopened in
September 2009. Field operation however continued through local partners except for the months of May-July 2009. Operation in Kurram Agency
had to be halted in January 2008 and could not be resumed.



The ‘Livelihoods Programme’ (LP) started in January 2008. It operates in districts Chitral, Swat, Buner,
Haripur, Karak and Dera Ismail Khan in NWFP. It merged and capitalized on the successful elements
of four previous IC projects under one programme. The programmatic approach provides an opportunity
for replicating and up-scaling relevant successful components. LP aims at increasing the effectiveness
and efficiency of SDC's development assistance in NWFP. The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA)
and Human Right Based Approach (HRBA) form the basis of the Programme. LP supports people in
improving their livelihood strategies based on their potentials and with concrete means to reduce their
vulnerabilities caused by various factors such as natural disasters. Programme interventions are designed
to emphasize on the rights of marginalized women and men (rights holders) and obligations of state
institutions (the duty bearers). LP strategically builds local capacities and service delivery systems around
specific resources (products or value chains), aiming at empowering communities to deal independently
with various service providers. LP is implemented in close collaboration with the GoNWFP under a
Memorandum of Understanding. For field activities, two geographical hubs have been established in the
North and the South of NWFP. The Programme Steering Committee (PSC) comprising of representatives
from SDC, IC, Government, civil society and the private sector is responsible for providing strategic
guidance to the programme.

The Livelihoods Programme


